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Background 

There has been limited research on how systematic 
reviews are used within the design of new trials. Here 
we report an investigation of how systematic reviews 
have informed the planning and design of a cohort of 
randomised trials. 

Methods 

Documentation from the application process for all ran- 
domised trials funded by the National Institute for 
Health Research Health Technology Assessment (NIHR 
HTA) programme between 2006 and 2008 were 
obtained. Data were extracted on references to systema- 
tic reviews and how reviews had been used in the plan- 
ning and design of the trial. 


planning and design of the trial. Guidelines for appli- 
cants and funders should be developed to promote the 
use of systematic reviews in the planning and design of 
randomised trials. 
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Results 

Documentation was available for 48 of the 50 rando- 
mised trials funded by NIHR HTA during this period. 
The main areas in which systematic reviews were used 
were in the selection or definition of an outcome to be 
measured in the trial (7 of 37, 19%), the sample size cal- 
culation (7, 19%), the duration of follow up (8, 22%) and 
the approach to describing adverse events (9, 24%). 

Conclusions 

Systematic reviews were referenced in most funded 
applications, with just over half having used the review 
to inform the design. Although there is an expectation 
from funders that applicants will use a systematic review 
to justify the need for a new trial, there seems to be lit- 
tle expectation regarding further use of a review in the 
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